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The Theological Background
to Inculturation -LECTIO DIVINA

by Michel de Verteuii, CSSp, Trinidad

The following article Is a rendition of a talk delivered
by Fr. de Verteuii, CSSp, Trinidad, at the Collegio del
Verbo Divino in Rome on October 5, 1992. We are
grateful to the Servizio dl Documentazione e Studi
(SEDOS) in Rome for the permission to reprint this
article. The talk offers a model of practical biblical-
pastoral ministry which may prove to be useful to the
readers of the bulletin. It also provides an interesting
glimpse of the Caribbean other than that which is
portrayed through tourism.

1. Method of Theology

I would like to begin with a few remarks on the importance
of theology. So many people feel that it is simply abstract
thinking by special individuals, with little relation to ordinary
life. But it is interesting that the Reagan administration in the
United States decided on a policy to 'denigrate liberation
theology', because they realized what a powerful force
theology really is. In South Africa, Albert Nolan was asked
why he wasted time on theology instead of getting into the
dangerous area of the fight against apartheid, but in fact he
saw theology as quite dangerous, indeed radically sub
v e r s i v e .

Theology and Culture
There can be no inculturation of the Church if it is not done

in theology. The classical definition of theology, fides quaerens
intellectum, faith seeking understanding, still stands. It is an
attempt to express faith in our own language and culture
(both personal and collective) in a systematic way.

It is only an attempt, so it is always provisional, never fully
complete, always needing further development. It needs to
be done in a systematic way, so that it will be consistent,
coherent, capable of being explained and handed on to
others, capable of making sense of the whole of life,
capable of providing vision and meaning.

Faith is preached, but theology is needed to express it in
language and culture, and as theology develops it produces
doctrine, so that doctrine is the fruit of theology. Once
doctrine is produced, the process begins again to keep the
faith meaningful. When theology loses touch with the sur
rounding language and culture, it is no longer alive and faith
suffers. This is a constant danger, so there is continual need
to keep in touch with the reality of life and culture.

A New Theology
It can be said that we need a new theology in the Church

today for a new age of mission. Recall Karl Rahner's
description of thethree eras of the Church: First, the Jewish
Church as the followers of Jesus recognize themselves as
a special group. Then the Greek Church, when non-Jewish
converts joined and brought their own language, culture,
and philosophy. This was a painful period of transition, with
a great deal of dissension and bitterness and grew into the
Greco-Roman era that lasted for centuries. Now we have
the third era, a World Church, which includes all thecultures
of the world. This is the Church of the future.

It IS no longer possible to have one language, culture,
philosophy, or theology dominant in the Church. We have
a pluralist Church and pluralism in theology, with black

theology, feminist theology, liberation theology, etc. It is
obvious that we need a new method in theology or a
convergence of theological methods, so that we can have
a coherent theology that will be pluralist, appropriate to a
pluralist Church.

Monastic and Scholastic Theology
Traditionally, there were two kinds of theology in the

Church: monastic and scholastic. Not monastic in the
modem sense (this would bean anachronism), but rather in
the classical sense, perhaps better called community the
ology. These two differ with regard to setting and context.
Monastic theology was done in the community; it was in
touch with everyday life and had the monastery at its center.
This went on for 800 years. Scholastic theology developed
in special schools during the 11 th and 12th centuries, it was
done by specialists in the universities.

The context for monastic theology was the liturgy (feasts
seasons, sacraments, Eucharist), whereas the setting for
scholastic theology was the classroom. Monastic theology
involved the whole community, whereas scholastic theol
ogy was for specialists, an elite.

Monastic theology was integrated into the culture, in
song, dance, poetry, painting, and it recognized pre-Chris
tian writers like Virgil, Catullus, Plato, Aristotle. Its matter
was daily life. Scholastic theology created its own matter,
its own culture and language, a kind of subculture apart
from the surrounding culture.

Monastic theology stressed imagination, feeling, creativity,
whereas scholastic theology emphasized reason and
analysis.

A Dominant Theology
From the 11 th century onwards monastic theology disap

peared and scholastic theology took over the whole Ch urch;
this is still largely the case in the Church today. Nowadays
theology requires money, time, special qualifications, so
that 90% of the people are excluded from it. Systematized
scholastic theology is controllable and controlling, and
facilitates control of the Church.

We see the effects of all this in the history of the Church.
It led to a compartmentalization of life, separating spiritual
and secular life, prayer and action, and all the different
spiritual exercises. Is it not strange that theologians are
seldom canonized nowadays, whereas in monastic theol
ogy many were?

The message that seems to come across from scholastic
theology is that it is not for life or for the soul; it is intellectual
and abstract. In fact, some spiritual directors in seminaries
warned students that it might make them proud, so they
needed to pay special attention totheirspiritual reading and
other spiritual exercises to maintain a balance. A kind of
cultural domination developed that was not to be found In
the early Church.

The question of theological method, is crucial for the
health of the Church. The Lectio Divina approach, I am
recommending is not totally new, it is a of an old tradition ,
one that has born much fruit through the centuries.
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2 . T h e M e t h o d o f L e c t i o D i v l n a

I would liketoexplainthe method of Lecf/o Divina, but also
refer back to the history behind it. The first thing to remem
ber is that Lectio Divlna is both a method of prayer and of
theology. This Is important for several reasons:

Prayer and Theology
1) In the Church today Lectio Divina is often used purely

as a method of prayer. In fact there is a very popular book
called Too Deep for Words, which deals with Lectio Divina
not only as a prayer method, but as a method of contem
plative prayer. The two things are seen as separate, so that
the word 'monastic' conjures up ideas of cloister, separa
tion from the world, and Lectio Divina is related to that. But
in fact Lectio Divina is at the same time a method of prayer
and of theological reflection. In other words, it is of the very
nature of Lecf/o DivinaXo breakdown compartmentalization.
It is a very old method, but if it is limited to prayer alone it is
not much help to us for the whole theological life of the
C h u r c h .

2) It is a method of bible reading. The word lectio is very
significant. It is reading. Divina, in ecclesiastical Latin does
not mean 'divine'. For example, St. Thomas was called
'Divus Thomas. 'It can be translated as 'sacred', but not
'divine. 'Agood translation, then, would be'sacred reading'.
But the point is that it is reading. A reading of what? It is
simultaneously a reading of the Bible and a reading of
experience; a way of reading which puts meaning into life.
It means reading the Bible and reading life at the same time.
It is reading as a sacred exercise.

3) It was organized in one way or other in the 4th and 5th
centuries. In that period in the history of the Church, it was
the dominant way of reading the Bible. The long tradition of
interpreting texts in the DivineOffice belongs to the tradition
of Lect io Div ina. I t is a b ib l ica l method found in the Bib le

itself. It was the main form of doing theology in the Church
and a science which was prevalent about the time of St.
Benedic t . H is whole ru le was based on th is .

T h e M e t h o d

The method must be based on solid foundations, be
cause what we need in the Church is a popular systematic
approac h to theology. We must not oppose systematic and
popular. In the westem world we take for granted that what
is systematic is limited to people who have many years of
formal education, and without this you cannot have sys
tematized knowledge. That is false.

Some people say 'I like to work with simple people
because they have such beautiful insights into the Bible'.
There is no such thing as a simple person. We are all
prejudiced and narrow and inclined to look after our own
interests. Some people have formal education, and others
have none, but nobody is simple. Everybody needs to have
discipline in reading the Bible and in doing theology.

One of the reasons why popular theology must be sys
tematized is to make sure that it is deep, good, and creative
- not haphazard, certainly not sentimental, and above all not

condescending.

Two Kinds Of Reading
We must distinguish between two kinds of reading: text

book reading and story reading. We read text books for

information, for facts which are objective and static. We
read stories to identity with the characters, and this involves
feelings, heart, imagination; it is subjective and involves
movement. It is generally believed that the purpose for
reading stories, listening to them on radio or watching them
on TV is entertainment, whereas we read text books in order
to learn. But this is not the reality. In the Caribbean, people
watch TV excitedly while sitting on the edge of their seats.
It is a community activity accompanied by lots of talking and
back-slapping. A family I visited told me they were excited
because they would have two weddings on a weekend.
When I told them how happy I was, it transpired that one of
the weddings was in the TV program Little House on the
Prair ie and the other in Dallas\

Stories transmit memories, values, and culture. A popular
TV program in the Caribbean is called The Young and the
Restless. It is screened around midday and the whole
country comes to a standstill to watch it. People identity
with the stories, with the characters, andthey unconsciously
accept the values that are portrayed.

In text book reading the mind is active, the material is
objective, in story reading feelings are involved, and the
story has movement. Our culture teaches us that stories are
for entertainment, for children, whereas text books are for

grownups. This is totally untrue, because in every culture,
including modem culture, stories are the vehicle through
which the cu l tu re t ransmi ts i t s va lues .

Parentstell us about life when they were young, how hard
it was, how poor or how well-off they were. There was no
electricity or running water, and yet they had a very full life.
This is not just to entertain us, but to show us that you can
havea very full life without all these things. They tell usabout
how poor they had been not to entertain us, but to let us
know they did not become wealthy by accident; they
worked hard to get what they now have. Parents who are
now poor might tell their children it was not always so, that
once they were better off and fell on hard times, so they still
have their self-respect. This is how a family hands on its
values to children, helps them to havea sense of dignity and
worth, helps them to keep true values. Similarly, when we
join a religious congregation, we are told the story of the
congregation In an interesting way, because we are enter
ing a community with its own values and traditions. The way
to understand these values is notthrough abstract teaching
or text-books but through stories, memories, statues,
paintings. All are reminders!

Every culture transmits its values through stories. But in
our modem westem culture, with its high premium on
reason and intellect, we take for granted that stories are not
serious. The temble effect of this is that values are being
transmitted without people being aware of it. People, think
ing that they are merely being entertained, do not realize
that values are being communicated to them. The general
impression is that text-books are more serious, they are for
adults. Stories are considered less serious, more for chil
dren, for primitive people (e.g. Genesis is only a story
because the Jews were a primitive people). In fact all
cultures depend on stories.

It needs to be madeclearthat a story teaches in a different
way. Text books teach directly through facts (e.g. Washing
ton is the capital of the United States), but a story teaches
indirectly. TV viewers identify with the attractive characters
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in a story and somehow adultery and other immoral acts
seem less wrong when attractive people commit them.
Values are thus being transmitted very subtly, uncon
sciously. Without thinking, - racism, violence, and adultery
do not seem so bad. The story does not teach directly that
these things are acceptable; it comes across indirectly.
Very deep things can be communicated to us through
sto r i es .

Is the Bible Story-Reading?
What is the Bible? Many people would say a text-book,

others, a mixtureof story and text-book, but very few would
answer spontaneously that it is a story book. The reason is
first because of our long tradition of emphasizing reason,
and also because wethinkstoriesare primitive, forchildren,
and the Bible is not something childish. But in fact the Bible
is a collection of stories, making up the one story of God's
people. The individual books are stories. Jesus told stories.
He himself is a story. The Bible contains proverbs and
legislation, but these also have the quality of stories.

The Bible was written to communicate values; in it God
wrote a story to communicate values. It is difficult to get this
point across in the modern world. The world has been
brain-washed by the belief that the rational is the highest
wayto wisdom and knowledge. But God understood human
nature very well, and when he wanted to teach us values
and the deep lessons of life, he told stories. The Bible is a
story book made up ofthe Old Testament, thestory of Jesus
and the story of the early Church in the New Testament.

A Living Story
God sent us a living story: Jesus. We have to reeducate

ourselves to the seriousness of stories. We have lost the art

and skill of story-telling because we think of ourselves as
serious, and story-telling is considered inferior, mere enter
tainment. It is sad that people who enter a seminary as
accomplished story-tellers are brainwashed until they lose
the art. We have to rediscover this art. Lectio Divine is based
on this. It is story reading, the deepest way we can com
municate with God or communicate the Word of God to

others, because this is how the Bible was written in the first

place. This is the first principle of Lectio Divina.

Two Kinds of Story Reading
The second principle is that there are two kinds of story

reading: alienating or homecoming stories or reading.

Alienating
The fact isthat90% oftoday's stories are alienating. Alien

means foreign, so an alienating reading makes you feel like
a foreigner. You identify with the characters, but you cannot
really identify; you feel alien, an outsider. It is not your world,
but somebody else's, and you are not a part of it. The soap
operas on TV are a clear example. People identify with the
characters, but when the program is over they see the
contrast with their own drab homes, their own families,
friends, or cars. The world of the screen is much more

exciting and attractive, but it is not their world. This is part
of the attraction - escapism from a drab world without
dignity, beauty, or romance.

Even people's personal dramas and infidelities are not as
dramatic as those on the screen. The same is true of novels.

People in the Caribbean walk the streets cut off from their
surroundings as they listen on their walk-mans to Michael
Jackson, Even in dances, they are not dancing with an
actual partner, but with a dream person, the singer or

someone else. It is an escape from reality. Satellite TV
enables populations of great poverty In the Caribbean to
watch TV24 hours a day; it keeps thechildren occupied and
off the street. Apart from the story, advertisements portray
foods and attractions that people have no experience of.
These are really alien stories; it is an alienating reading.

Homecoming
A homecoming story is totally different. It is the story

parents tell their children when they want to say: we are
respectable people, what we have we had to work for, our
house may not be as good as others, but listen to how we
built it Children thus acquire a sense of their own dignity.
They understand why they have to work hard, and they
realize what is worthwhile in life. Likewise the stories of the
saints help us to understand ourselves, show us where we
have come from, where we are going, what life is all about.

The Bible is A Homecoming Story
Take the primordial story ofthe passage through the Red

Sea. It is very simply but dramatically told. The Israelites
flee, terrified of the Egyptians, but also afraid of the sea
ahead of them which is a place of monsters and danger.
Moses put forth his wand, the water parted, and they
walked through in safety, in fact more free than they were
before. Have we ever had such an experience? Yes, all of us
at times in our lives have experienced dangers behind and
ahead of us, and somehow God brought us through, more
free than we were before. But when you tell someone the
story with all the drama of the Bible and ask if he or she has
had similar experiences, they spontaneously say, "No.
nothing so dramatic ever happened to me". But of course
such things have happened to them; it is sad that they have
to be shown th is .

The trouble is that Hollywood shows the dramatic bible
stories as mere stories happening in times past, out there,
but not touching us today, personally. People think that the
Exodus happened only to Moses, and to extraordinary
people. So the Bible can be read as an alienating story, as
something to which we are not connected. But it was not
meant to be so. It is really a homecoming story. From bible
reading, I leam my own story.

Telling an Old Story
Lectio Divina reveals dramatic stories, but they are not to

be read as something of the past. They are to be read as
stories that help us to understand where we are today and
where we are going tomorrow. The difficulty is that we take
it for granted that stories are not serious, that they are only
entertainment, and also that nothing exciting can happen to
us. We cannot imagine these stories happening in our own
lives; they happen only in the past, to others. Much of our
bible teaching gives the impression that the Bible is a book
to be looked at, to be imitated because it has a message,
but it is not something we live at the moment. Lectio Divina
is based on the principle that the Bible is a story to explain
to us not what should happen, nor merely what will happen,
but what is actually happening, now - to each one of us. We
need to discover this in every bible story and to celebrate it.
All of this is brought out very well in a famous passage.
Isaiah 43:16-21 It makes clear that the method I am trying
to explain is already implied in the Bible itself.

"Thus says the Lord, who made a way through the sea, a
path in the great waters, who put out chariots and horse
in the field and a powerful army, which lay down there
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never to rise again, snuffed out, put out like a wick: No one
need to recall the past, no need to think about what was
done before. See, I am doing a new deed, even now it
comes to light; can you not see it? Yes I am making a road
in the wilderness, paths in the wild. The wild beasts will
honor me, jackals and ostriches, because I am putting
water in the wildemess (rivers in the wild), to my chosen

people drink. The people I haveformedfor myself will sing
my praises."

This was written when the Jews were in exile in Babylon.
They had been a great people, but they became divided and
were eventually overcome and led into slavery. It is not clear
whether Isaiah was part of the community in exile or went
there as a missionary, but this does not matter. He gave
them a bible teaching. As exiles they were forced to do
menial work; they were exploited and taken advantage of.
Although a proud people, they were treated in a way which
offended their dignity.

Isaiah teaches the Israelites in three progressive move
ments: First he teiis them: "Thus says the Lord, who made
a way through the sea, a path in the great waters, who put
out chariots and horse in the field and a powerful army,
which lay down there neverto rise again, snuffed out, put out
like a wick:..." It is the story of the Exodus, told very
dramatically, without worrying about factual details, as a
good story- teller does, to stir up their feelings. God himself
put those Egyptians in the field and he snuffed them out.
How did people respond to this story? Would they be
encouraged, helped? Some would be cynical and ask: What
does this story do for us today? Others would be escapists.
What a beautiful story! Tell us more to help us forget our
difficulties. But Isaiah anticipates both responses and says:
"No one need to recall the past". No logic here! He has just
recalled the past and then says there is no need to recall it.
Whytell usthe story if there is no need? The answer is: "See,
I am doing a new deed...".

Retelling the Story
He has told the old story, not to make them cynical or

encourage escapism, but so that they can recognize the
same thing happening today; not what should happen, or
what will happen if they start behaving themselves, but what
is actually happening there and then. "...See, I am doing a
new deed, even now it comes to light; can you not see it?...".
This is the art of the Lectio Divine, to tell the old story, and
then show that this old story is really a present modem story.
And then Isaiah goes on to tell the old story again: "...Yes
I am making a road in the wilderness, paths in the wild. The
wild beasts will honor me, jackals and ostriches, because I
am putting water in the wilderness (rivers in the wild), to my
chosen people drink. The people I have formed for myself
will sing my praises."

In this paradox weseetheglory of good bible reading. You
do not merely use the Bible as a starting point. The tendency
is to say, Moses at the Red Sea has nothing to do with me,
or to use it as an escapist, a reading in order to stay in the
past. But it is to be seen as a story to throw light on the
present, to help us understand what is happening to us now.

Understanding in a New Way
That is only the second movement. The third is to tell the

old story again, to understand the present and the future so
that the old text itself is seen in a whole new way. That is an
example of the art of Lectio Divine in the time of Isaiah. It is

the same today. The Bible read correctly is not a book
about the past, but about the present. We use biblical
language to understand the present. We do not use the
bible text and then go on to speak of the present in new
theological language.

We speak of the present in biblical language, but con
scious that we are speaking of the present and the future.
This is the art of the theologian. The theologian is a bible
story-teller, who reads the present in the light of the old
bible story and then tells a new bible story. This requires
knowledge of the Bible, but knowledge also of what is
happening today. It is not primarily a question of moral
exhortation. This needs to be stressed, because 90% of
bible teaching has been reduced to moral exhortation and
it is not that primarily, although thereare moral conclusions
to be drawn. Lectio Divine is a reading of the present in
bible language. There are not two separate readings; it is ail
bible reading, both the past and the present are present.

3. The Three Stages

The method of Lectio Divine is a very simple process,
done according to a discipline of three stages: reading,
meditation, prayer. These three stages are the same for
everybody. It is important to stress this. The method of
Lectio Divine isitself a messageof howwe understand God
and ourselves. The setting of Lectio Divine is part of the
method. It is not meant to be done in a separate compart
ment of life, but in a life-setting of place and time. It is the
same for ail, whether university educated orilliterate. Inthe
monastic tradition, only a few monks could read, but Lectio
Divine was done by the whole community. Today it is done
by many people who cannot read. I have found that
everybody needs the same discipline. Anything less is to
become condescending. The discipline is: reading,
meditation, prayer.

Reading
Reading means familiarizing yourself with the text. Read

it aloud, let the words sink in. The words themselves are

important, though there is atendency in our Church tothink
that they are not. Some criticize the fundamentalists,
saying they stress the words whereas we stress the mean
ing. That is bad theology, bad spirituality, bad history. We
love the words. Lectio Divine is based on a love of the actual

text. Love the words, the sounds, the metaphors. Look up
a commentary to get the meaning and to understand the
context. Words are important.

M e d i t a t i o n

In Lectio Divine meditation means something different
from what it means in other prayer contexts. In meditation
the imagination isactive when we enter into the story, when
we recognize ourselves in it. For example, when we read
the gospel about the useless servant, the first impression
is of the seemingly inconsiderate, unjust master. But then
an individual may see his or her mother in the figure of the
servant. She works hard, then comes home and instead of

serving herself she looks after the family, and only then
feeds herself. That is meditation - to recognize the people
of today in the story.

Prayer
Then comes prayer. Meditation leads us to thank God.

What is essential to the method is that first we pray
spontaneously in our own words, but with time prayer is
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made in the very words of the Bible and these become our
prayer. So instead of saying "0 Lord, I thank you for my
mother, that she looked after our family in a very thankless
way", we use the words of Jesus. We thank God that our
mother, when she came home, first served us and only
aftenvards looked after herself. At this point we start
reading again, and then meditating again, then praying
again - it's an ongoing activity. Prayer becomes a whole
way of life, and the bible text a part of life. We understand
ourse lves and our l i fe much bet ter .

Time and Discipline
We began with the presupposition that the Bible is not a

bookforinformation, but a story communicating values. As
a story it speaks to the imagination, and the purpose of the
reading is to enter into that story, recognize it as our own
and as the story of the whole of humanity. It is not an
alienating experience, so we don't ask the question, will I
be able to find myself In this story? We believe that God
wrote this book for us so that we can meet him in it; that is
our act of faith.

The Bible can always touch us very deeply, but we need
to give it sufficient time. Too much of our reading is
superficial. As bible and theology teachers we must help
people to go deeply into a passage. A deep meditation
cannot be done in just one session. I discovered this from
experience. Now I take several sessions for the same text,
with intervals of a week. The second week there is sharing
in community, and in between peoplecan share informally.

We should not look on the Bible as a book of messages
to be transmitted. The passage has to stir memories, deep

memoriesofpeopleand things, memories forgotten, things
for which we have not thanked God. With this experience
we grow in self-confidence. So often people feel the
Sunday gospel was written just forthem; God wanted them
to hear just that word. God Is not teaching us with abstract,
objective messages; he tells us stories and wants to hear
ours; we discover each other in the combined stories.

Discipline is needed. Thousands of people receive real
words from God, but the Lectio Divina gives us a method
and discipline to enable this to happen. Read the text over
and over again; something will always happen if we per
severe. Listen to it, and do not read into it what is not there,
or omit what you do not like. Do not try to guess what Jesus
might have said or done; stay with the actual text.

There is also the discipline of meditation; be true to the
text, true to experience. "See, I am doing a new deed". We
need to be able to see that God is doing something new.
The sign that we do this is that we pray, and that we pray
in the words of the passage itself.

Discovering a Pattern
Meditation is ongoing. The three stages reading, medi

tation, and prayer are a cycle. Reading leads to meditation,
and prayer leads us back to a new reading of the text. Our
prayer is done in bible language and leads to a deeper
m e d i t a t i o n .

Life teaches us that when we look at our lives we discover

certain patterns. An example would be that it is not enough
to be healed. We must return and admit that we were

healed, recognize what we were healed from, and admit
that we were touched by Jesus or by some person. The

pattem is that we do not want to go back over humiliating
experiences, and yet it is important that we do. So from one
memory in our meditation we begin to make links with other
events in our lives. Gradually we discover a pattem. The
meditation goes deeperand deeper; this takes time. The text
will bring up deeper memories, some may even make us cry.
The passage will reveal something about my history, the
kind of person I am. And then It will take another turn when
I see the pattem repeated in another person's life, perhaps
that of a parent or friend. Gradually I discover that this
passage is telling me something about life, about service; it
is a universal story.

W i s d o m

Here we are in the area of wisdom. In Lectio Divina we do
not start with general principles, but with simpletext, leading
to meditation, to memories and prayer and to insight! This is
life. This is wisdom. It comes through imagination, not
reason. It is what bible reading Is meant to lead to. So often
we do not allow this to happen in our bible groups. We do not
take enough time, and perhaps also we do not fully believe
that God's people are capable of deep theology and wis
dom. We cannot teach wisdom, but we can teach the
method that enables it to happen. We can help people to
wait for the moment of wisdom or insight to occur - the fruit
o1 Lectio Divina.

There arequalities peculiar to wisdom. It is not regimented,
we cannot plan it or produce it; it just happens.

1) It is a universal statement, not a particular statement
applicable to Catholics only, for example, we must go to
Mass, but a universal statement; for example, true service
does not look for reward, this is what true service is like. Such
a statement applies to any minister of state or church. Or to
be truly healed means that we acknowledge the fact and
give thanks. Jesus told the man to stand up and go on his
way. He did not want the man to remain there giving thanks.
A true relationship is where we can do something for
somebody and let them go on their way. Or - Dives and
Lazarus. A life like Dives leads to burial, not to true life. This
i s w i s d o m .

2) The wisdom of Lectio Divina is an insight of the heart. It
is not abstract, but concrete, leading to celebration.

3) It is an insight that is new, not radically new every week.
It is a conversion experience.

4) It leads to action. It is a pity we have lcÈt the stress on
wisdom in our Church. St. Paul prayed continually for
wisdom. Theology has become such an abstract science
because it has lost its biblical roots. Wisdom leads to action,
but is not identified with it. In our homilies it is not necessary
to go on repeating - we must do this orthat. Jesus simply told
us what the kingdom is like. Let the stories work and speak
f o r t h e m s e l v e s .

Lectio Divina is very simple, very deep; it does not require
great education; but it needs a method and discipline.

4. LECTIO DIVINA an<i

Contemplative Prayer
Lectio Divina is a whole way of life, a way of understanding

God, Church, ourselves, and our own spiritual growth.
Theology had been one, a complete whole. Only later did it
become divided up into compartments of dogma, moral,

(cont. on pg. 13)
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Follow-up to the Bogota Assembly

Lay People and the
Ministry of the Word

T h e C a t h o l i c C h u r c h s i n c e t h e S e c o n d V a t i c a n C o u n c i l

is sincerely interested in promoting lay theologizing. Lay
people are to be given not only lectures and courses on
theology but also the opportunity to engage in theologiz
ing, to "make" theology. The Council says: "Itistobethat
many laypeople will receive an appropriate formation in
the sacred sciences, and that some will develop and

deepen these studies by their own labors" (GS 62). And
again in the Declaration on Christian Education (GE10),
the Council calls for the provision of a course in theology

"designed also for lay students". Does the present reality
of the Church correspond to this recommendation? After

having recalled in BDV 25 the right of lay people to
cooperate with the hierarchy in the exercise of the minis
try of the Word, which means to participate in some
teaching functions of the Church, we now present a
summary of an article by K. T. Set^stian, a theologian from
India, about the novelty of this request of the Council for
mostofthe Church, the resistance it still has to overcome,
and in spite of this, the advances made.We offer there
after a t)alanced summaryoftheresponses the Federation
received from some its African members to the ques
tionnaire sent by the General Secretariat.

I. Lay Theologizing

C a r d i n a l N e w m a n

a n d t h e " S e n s u s F I d e l i u m "

The American laity celebrated the opening of the Coun
cil by publishing again Cardinal Newman's "Essay on
Consulting the faithful in matters of doctrine" which had
originally appeared in "The Rambler", July 1859. When
the article first appeared more than hundred years ago it
stirred up a hornet's nest. Mgr.Talbot, one of Newman's
persistent critics, asked Cardinal Manning rhetorically,
"what is the function of the laity? Their function is to hunt,
to shoot, to entertain. These matters they understand,
but to meddle with ecclesiastical matters, they have no
right at all." His reaction was typical of the clericalism,
naked and unashamed which existed in the 19th century
Church continued almost everywhere up until the time of
the Council, and still exists even today. The Indian
hierarchy and the clerics were not at all different from their
European counterparts in their domination over the laity.

If consulting the laity on matters of doctrine was a
scandal for the Church dignitaries, theologizing by the

laity would be preposterous because theology was, until
recently, exclusively a clerical affair. It was supposed to
grow and flourish only within the walls of a seminary or
an institute of theology.

But Vatican II proved Cardinal Newman right. The
Constitution on the Church teaches clearly that they (the
lay people) aremade one body with Christ and are in their
own way made sharers in the priestly, prophetic, and

kingly functions of Christ (LG 31). Again, Christ fulfills his
prophetic role not only through the hierarchy but also
through the laity (LG 35). But the vindication of Cardinal
Newman comes under the section on the "People of
God" (LG 12), a passage that would have given a real
shock to Newman's adversaries. It goes to the extent of
attributing infallibility to the sensus fidelium - the sense
of the faithful. The passage says, "The body of the
faithful as a whole, anointed as they are by the Holy One,
cannot err in matters of belief. Thanks to a supernatural
sense of the faith which characterizes the people as a

whole, it manifests this unerring quality when, 'from the
bishops down to the last member of the laity,' It shows
universal agreement in matters of faith and morals".
Sensus f i de l i um was a favo r i t e i dea o f Card ina l Newman.

Incidentally it also points out the limits of papal infallibil
ity. The pope can define only the faith of the Church,
rather than the consensus of the fai thful. He cannot

teach anything that is not rooted in tradition and in the
authentic faith of the people of God.

Theologizing in the Early Church

The early Church has its theology in the Gospels, but
this theology is not one of specialists. The people who
received the Good News of Jesus were mostly the poor
and the marginalized with whom Jesus almost identified
himself. The written form of the Gospels is in a way the
people's experience of the Christ-event. "It is people's
theology". The theology of the early Church was neither
clerical nor lay for the early Church had no such distinc
tion; It was one people of God. The one people of God
came to be divided into people and priests only later on.

We learn from the NewTestament, especially from the
Epistles of Paul, that the Christian message spread far
and wide from the very beginning because it was
proclaimed by all -each according to his/her special gifts
and opportunities in life. Paul's letters are full of admira
tion for the men and women who assisted him in his

missionary efforts (Col 1:7; 4:12; Rml 6:4,6:1 Co 16:15;
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Ph 4:3). These men and women, it is quite clear, were

assisting Paul by communicating the message accord
ing to the needs and the specific situations of the people
whom they were contacting. Were they not theologizing.
I.e. communicating the Word in their own way?

The First Theologians in the Church

On the authority of great scholars like Fr. Yves Congar,
OPand Hans Kueng, we can say that the first theologians
in the Church were lay men: Justin, Tertullian, Pantaenus,
Clement of Alexandria, and Origen (who later was or
dained a priest). A numt>er of the Fathers of the Church

began their theological work while they were lay men, for
example, Sts Cyprian, Basil, Gregory Nazianzen, Jerome,
and Augustine. "The distinction between a religious
culture reserved to the clergy alone and a profane culture
allowable to the laity is quite a modern idea... foreign to
the patristic age. There was only one culture, which used
the techniques evolved by the pagans as a basis and
directed them to the service of God. Cultured lay people
took an active Interest in religious matters, and they
figured considerably among the correspondents who
put theological questions to an Augustine or
Jerome."(Congar)

B u t w h e n t h e C h u r c h s u f f e r e d u n d e r c l e r i c a l d o m i n a

tion, theology underwent the same fate. In the east,
however, theology and culture at large were less a clergy
monopoly. The lay people in theeast were more educated
than in the west. The tradition of lay theologians has
remained alive in the Orthodox east, and they held
important chairs in the theological faculties of Athens
a n d e l s e w h e r e .

Even though there were stray cases of lay theologians
from the Middle Ages up until the 19th century, their
numbers werequite insignificant. Theology continued to
be a clerical preserve for such a long time that lay
contributions in this regard became unthinkable for
Church dignitaries in the western Church. That is why
they failed to understand or appreciate the position of
Cardinal Newman.

But the situation changed with the restoration of Chris
tian philosophy by Leo Xlli, the renewal of Catholicism,
and a more scientific approach to religious disciplines.
More lay people came forward to deal with religious
questions and also with theology. Though they did not
make any claim to be theologians, their contribution to
the religious sciences wasquiteslgnificant. It was mainly
one of defending or explaining the faith. Prominent
among them were G.K.Chesterton, Hilaire Belloc,
Jacques Maritain, Etienne Gilson, and Christopher
Dawsonwho l i vedandd iedbe fo re theCounc i l . F . J .Sheed
of Sheed Ward and Miss Marie Goldie, a professor of
pastoral theology in Rome, have made significant contri
bution to the theology of the laity during and after the
C o u n c i l .

The teachings of Vatican II, especially the new
ecclesiology and the People of God concept of the

Church, have awakened the laity to their dignity and
legitimate role in the mission of the Church. It went from
"Catholic Action" of the pre-Vatican time which limited
the role of the laity to one of assistance in the mission of
the hierarchy to" Lay Apostolate" in Lumen Gentium (LG
33) which allowed "participation of the lay people in the
saving mission of the Church" and was a big step
forward. The prophetic role of the laity which includes the
right to study and teach theology is part of the lay
people's rights which at times becomes an obligation
(LG 37). This right to study theology and teach - which of
course includes the right to theologize - has been incor
porated in the revised Canon Law of the Latin Church
(n¨.217, 218, 229) and the New Canon Law for the
Oriental Churches (n¡ 404:1,2.3).

Anotherdevelopment ofa permanent nature which has
promoted the theology of the laity and by the laity was the
establishment of the Pontifical Council for the Laity by
Paul VI in 1977.

The Synod on the Laity

Perhaps the greatest occasion for theologizing on the
laity and by the laity was the 1987 Synod on the Laity.
During the three or four years preceding the Synod there
was a great deal of study and discussion on the role and
mission of the laity in the Church and the world. The
Lineamenta which was published as a study aid before
the Synod and the papal exhortation Christifideles laid
which came out in 1989 are very good resource materials
for a deeper theological reflection on the laity.

But the composition as well as the dynamics of the
Synod were not at all suited to the themeof the laity. Even
20 years after the Council which had acknowledged the
prophetic role of the laity, the Church was holding a
Synod of Bishops to study the role of the laity! One
wonders how long the Church will continue to be equated
with the bishops! Is it too much if we expect a Synod of
the Church, something like a universal pastoral council,
to discuss a theme that affects the whole Church?

P r e s e n t R e a l i t i e s o f

Theologizing in the Church

In spite of the aggiomamento, the spirit of on-going
renewal and the resolution to respond to the signs of the
time, the Church continues to be clerically dominated.
Theology is still a clerical preserve, and very often it is
identified with seminary training. Theological education
in some countries is seen even today only as a require
ment for priesthood. If there is any theologizing at ail, it
is from the clerical perspective. The lay people are
lagging very much behind the priests in the field of
theology.

This situation Is different from continent to continent. In
the western world, especially in the European countries
like Germany, the faculty of divinity Is a department of
university education and even state universities offer



Catho l i c B ib l i ca l Federa t ion Bulletin DEI VERBUM 26! W

courses in theology. Every Catholic university worth the
name hasa good department of theology; therefore, any
lay person who has a desire for theological education
and a charism for theologizing can take any number of
courses in theology, earn degrees In the subject, and get
employed also on the strength of theological merits.

But in most countries of the so-called "Third World"

any lay person who wants to study theology has to get
the necessary sponsorship from his bishop, knock at the
door of a seminary, and go with the seminarians for his
studies 'as a very rare species'. By the time the course
Is over, the lay person has lost his/her lay individuality,
freedom, creativity, etc. The product is likely to be a
semi-clerical, theologically half-baked lay person. There
are at present no alternatives for a lay person to study
theology. But even if they do, lay theologians. If they are
not attached to a seminary, are placed in a embarrassing
situation. There is no library where they can get the
necessary books, and they cannot afford to purchase
the books because of the high prices. The lack of
secretarial assistance for the composition of books and
the difficulty in getting publishers for their works are
some of the other disadvantages of a lay theologian.
Another very Important factor that stands in the way of a
lay person's commitment to theology is that he or she
cannot earn a living working in theology. This has been
one of the main reasons why projects to promote theo
logical institutes for the laity have had to t)e abandoned.
Experience tells that In the so-called "Third World"
countries, theology will continue to be the reserve of the
clergy for many more years; however, in spite of this
general situation, thereare hopeful signs. Somedioceses
and universities are now starting theological institutes or
courses for the lay people who, if they have other
possibilities toeam their living, are interest̂  in receiving
a theological education.

N e w H o r i z o n s

Our bishops are now becoming aware of the fact that
without a committed laity, the Church will not be able to
fulfill her mission effectively. If the Church is in the world
and for the world, the role of the laity in the secular areas
of life becomes crucial. Today evangelization means,
more than anything else, the transformation of society
according to the values of the Reign of God. In countries
where the rebuilding of the temporal order has assumed

top priority, lay people have to t)ecome witnesses of the
Reign of God in areas such as politics, government,
education, mass media, trade union, culture, etc. It Is
through their presence in these areas, the Church has to
become a corrective force, a leaven or catalyst in soci
ety. But this will not happen as long as the lay people are
kept merely at the margin of the Church. Their right to
play their own distinctive role in the Church, in areas like
thinking, planning, decision-making, financing, and lit
urgy must be recognized. But this would mean updating
the theological formation of the laity and giving them the
chance to become theologically active. Situations of
exploitation, caste rivalry, communalism, violence, cor

ruption, etc, are excellent subjects for theological reflec
tion. Again it Is within their competence to reflect mean

ingfully on problems of development, environment, so
cial justice, rights of women and children, and the
underprivileged in the country, but hardly any lay theolo
gizing has been done until now. The reason Is that they
do not get opportunities to think beyond the elementary
catechism of their school days. It is therefore praiseworthy
that some religious congregations have already come
fonvard to help the laity In this respect, and taken as their
motto the words of John the Baptist: "He must grow
bigger, I must grow smaller" (John 3:30).

Prof. K.T.Sebastian, Bangalore, India
A summary of: Word and Worship, 6/1992

II. Summary of Responses
t o t h e Q u e s t i o n n a i r e

From the 31 questionnaires that were sent, the General
Secretariat received 10 responses, one from each of the
following:
¥National Biblical /^ociations in Botswana, Ghana,

Kenya, and Zimbabwe
¥Diocesan or interdiocesan centers in Kusami, Ghana;
Bandundu, Zaire; and Kikwit, Zaire
¥Religious Congregations of Benedictlns of Peramiho,
Tanzania; Divine Word Missionaries, Bandundu, Zaire;
and Missionary Sisters of Our Lady of Africa, Lusaka,

Z a m b i a .

The questionnaire's primary focus was the attention
the biblical apostolate isgiving to the lay people in Africa.
The responses show what had already been observed in
the reports prepared for the Plenary Assembly of the
Federation in Bogota and which had already been sum
marized in the book. The Bible and the New Evangeliza
tion (Stuttgart 1992): namely that the responsible lead
ers in the biblical apostolate are making big efforts and
in some places they have even obtained remarkable
results; however, the general situation in Africa has
negative repercussions on the biblical apostolate In
general. Some complain that the traditional catechesis
has not placed enough importance on Holy Scripture;
therefore, it is only proper to first of ail point out such
d i f f i c u l t i e s :

D i f f i c u l t i e s

1. from the laity themselves (group members, ani
mators, volunteer collaborators):
The Missionary Sisters of Our Lady of Africa in this

context inquired about the experience of other Federa
tion members with regard to working in the biblical
pastoral ministry among people who are malnourished,
overwhelmed with work in order to survive, absent from
their homes most ofthe time, and in themidstofasociety
that sinks deeper into mourning day by day. How can
one bring the Word of God to these people? Almost all
the responses point out that the general poverty is the
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major difficulty, together with the large distances and
insufficient means of communication ail of which make it
im possible for the people to receive the necessary forma
tion and the opportunity to engage in pastoral work.
Furthermore, not only does the general illiteracy make
dealing with the Bible very difficult (Zaire), but also the
high price of Bible editions Is a hindrance to the biblical
pastoral ministry. In summary, it Is a "discouraging"
situation CTanzania). As a consequence to the traditional
catechesis not placing enough importance on the Bible,
an inferiority complex sets in among the Catholic lay
people when dealing with Protestant Christians who
know the Bible better and explain their faith using biblical
references. This is especially true in respect to the
"sects" that "sow confusion everywhere" (Zaire).

2. from the hierarchy (bishops, priests, religious):
As we have seen in the past, the diverse attitude of the

hierarchy in respect to the biblical pastoral ministry is not
only present in Africa, but also on other continents. From
Africa, some of the responses expressed appreciation
towards the diocesan bishops for their interest, encour

agement, and financial support of pastoral projects;
however, the responses also point out that the biblical
pastoral ministry is not a priority. In documents like the
Diocesan Synod of Kinshasa (Zaire), 1986-88, the ur
gency of the biblical pastoral ministry is acknowledged
and guidelines and recommendations have been estab
lished, but in practice, little happens. A diocesan priest
with personal interest in the biblical pastoral ministry Is
difficult to find. On the other hand the lay people are
considered incompetent by the hierarchy to use the Bible

correctly. This closed mentality of the clergy is after all
the f ru i t o f the i r own format ion in the seminar ies : the lack

of interest in the biblical pastoral ministry which leads to
insecurity and uneasiness. Consequently, documents
like the Final Statement of the Federation from Bogota are
neither distributed nor implemented. At this time, the

hierarchy seemingly concentrates its efforts on the
preparation for the African Synod.

Aside from the responses, the attitude of the African

hierarchy also becomes evident during the annual" Meet
ing of the African Collaboration" (MAC), a division of the
Symposium of the Episcopal Conferences of Africa and
Madagascar (SECAM). The last MAC meeting, held in
March 1992 to which religious institutes and missionaries
sent their delegates who are working in Africa, focused on
the new Christian movements in the region. MAC rec
ognized that the pastoral leaders of the new Christian
movements base ail their religious instruction on biblical
t e x t s w h i c h i s i n c o n t r a d i s t i n c t i o n t o t h e C a t h o l i c s w h o

still do not consider the Bible to be a part of their

spirituality. Furthermore, even priests who have a mod
ern exegetical formation are not concemed about com

municating their knowledge at a popular level. In sermons
and in books on spirituality. Catholics do not make
sufficient use of the Bible, even though what they say or
write could be more biblically founded than what pastoral
leaders of the new Christian movements say or write. In
conclusion, among Catholics, other sources of authority

are more important than the Bible. The responses also
reveal that if the Church does not give more importance
to the Bible, the impression that the Catholics do not
take the Bible seriously continues to grow; therefore,
MAC recommends that more biblical courses be organ
ized and offered at different levels to explain the impor
tance of the Bible to the faithful and provide access to
the Word of God. Especially more elementary literature
should be published and distributed and biblical dis

plays should be constructed to reach at least the literate
lay people. MAC also suggests that New Testaments
should be donated to the young people on the occasion
of their confirmation rather than rosaries. Nonetheless,
after examining the declarations of MAC, one can con
clude that what remains to be urgent In Africa is for the
clergy to receive full comprehensive biblical training
(Botswana).

Activities and Reasons for Optimism

Even though Africa faces many difficulties, there are
reasons to be optimistic. In general, the simple people
in Africa hold a great interest in learning how to know
and use the Bible. For example, in Zaire thereare people
who walk for 160 kilometers to take part in a basic bible
course (Bandundu); small Christian communities work

intensively to use the Bible as a basis through which the
pastoral biblical ministry reaches all social classes,
ages, and professions; bible reading in the family is
becoming more widespread, in fact, in some countries
like Zaire, the Bible is a bestseller. Bible reading

requires from the Church orientation in the use of the
Bible in order to at least avoid frequent misuse in a
magical or superstitious way.

With the Biblical Center in Africa and Madagascar

(BICAM) in Nairobi, Kenya the prerequisite has been
established to organize and coordinate the biblical
pastoral ministry on the continental level. The Center, a
section of SECAM, is under the direction of Abbe
Laurent Nar¤. Simultaneously, several other centers for
biblical pastoral formation perform valuable programs
in Botswana, Cameroon, Ghana, Kenya, Tanzania,
Zambia, Zaire, and Zimbabwe. All of them agree not
only in the aim to make the Bible accessible for ail the
faithful but also to reach lay people like scholars, teach
ers, leaders of small Christian communities, youth, and
families. As a result, bible courses, weeks, weekends,
and retreats are being offered more frequently, along
with a larger variety of biblical publications. Cardinal
Etsou of Kinshasa, Zaire counts especially on the work
and determinat ion o f the D iv ine Word Miss ionar ies

(SVD). The Missiological Institute Lumko in South Africa
has produced copious materials for a variety of pro
grams and courses which are willingly and -if we may
say so- successfully adopted in many countries of
Africa (and incidentally, also in other countries outside
of Africa). They provide not only a more solid religious
formation but also form a useful counterbalance to the
non-Catholic sectarian movements that the Catholics in
Africa have to face rather helplessly.


